School culture matters. It's a critical element of effective leadership, and there is increasing evidence from both private and public organizations that organizations with stronger cultures are more adaptable, have higher member motivation and commitment, are more cooperative and better able to resolve conflicts, have greater capacity for innovation, and are more effective in achieving their goals.
The central job, and also the most difficult, for school leaders is to shape the school's culture to focus un remitting attention on student learning. Thus, in 2004, we set out to find out how school leaders affect stu dent learning. We talked with over a thousand district office staff, school administrators, teachers, parents, and other stakeholders across the country, and we surveyed more than 8,000 principals and teachers in 164 schools, all within a random sample of nine states that included nearly every type of district. We found that changing a school's culture requires shared or distributed leadership, which engages many stakeholders in major improvement roles, and instructional leadership, in which administrators take respon sibility for shaping improvements at the classroom level.
CHANGING OUR IMAGE OF "STRONG LEADERSHIP"
Involving the school community is critical. Although the popular press recites a narrative focused on "turnaround leaders" whose heroic efforts change whole systems, the way in which leaders create the con ditions that matter for students is quite different. Schools need to build strong cultures in which the many tasks of transforming schools require many leaders. The common task of improvement provides the moti Principals themselves did not have to model good teaching, but they did require everyone in the school to attend to instruction and learning on a regular (often daily) basis.
A CULTURE OF EXCELLENT INSTRUCTION
First, teachers and administrators need to engage in deeper organizational learning ? learning that uses all of the knowledge and resources that can be brought to bear on the core problems of practice in their particular setting. This is not the same as merely implementing best practices or data-based decision making, though those are likely to feed into organi zational learning. Rather, it also includes teachers'
knowledge, including what they already know but may not have shared and emerging knowledge that they create through action research. The "new" knowledge is generated by doing the tough work of figuring out how all of the information that teach ers have can be understood within the specific con text in which they're working. Finally, the most ef fective organizational learning in schools draws on the principles of adult learning that are widely re flected in the emerging professional development standards in education and other fields.
Our study found, in school after school, that prin cipals were the critical link in stimulating the con versations that led to the classroom practices that are associated with improved student learning. Princi pals themselves did not have to model good teach ing, but they did require everyone in the school to attend to instruction and learning on a regular (of ten daily) basis. and providing feedback on instructional strengths and weaknesses. In order for these characteristics to per sist, schools must address the conditions that sup port or impede the work of PLCs, including atten tion to the use of time, the use of rewards, and the development of a positive culture. Our study found that the major factor associated with higher levels of professional community in a school was the principal's shared leadership. Teach ers in schools whose principals consistently sought out the best ideas from teachers and parents, and in which there was shared responsibility for carrying out new plans, were able to stimulate the highest lev els of student achievement. Creating opportunities for others to have influence increased the principal's personal ability to create a strong culture of change.
An elementary teacher summarized the impor tance of supportive, shared leadership:
We are the only building in our district where we teacher leadership and change. While schools with more affluent students had more parent engagement and influence, they were also more likely to main tain the status quo and less likely to have principals whose leadership was associated with energetic ef forts to make changes.
THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURAL CHANGE
Changes in school culture affect the way in which adults in and out of the school work with each other to improve practices and create the best learning en vironments for all children. Changes in culture have a strong relationship with instructional effectiveness in the classroom. And they alter how students expe rience school in other ways as well, because the cul ture affects how adults behave in the hallways, in monitoring the lunch rooms, and when greeting stu "Before we begin our student concert, note that, due to budget cuts, the role of the drum will be played by banging on inverted paint cans and the role of the flute will be played by blowing breath across half-filled soda bottles. " dents as they walk in the door. All of these changes in culture lead to higher levels of student achieve ment, while also contributing to higher levels of sat isfaction among the professional staff.
In some of the schools we studied, the effective leadership behaviors were simple, such as protecting time for team meetings. In others, they were more focused on specific actions to create a strong sense of internal professional community. One example in a medium-size district in the South involved efforts to bridge the gap between middle-class teachers and high-poverty students. In order to bring parents who were marginally employed in multiple jobs into the school, the principal partnered with a local company to install a laundromat in the school building. If a student came in with dirty clothes, a staff member washed their clothes so that they went home with clean clothes. The principal invited parents to wash their own clothes free, and teachers often used that time to talk to parents about their children's progress.
Principals' efforts to increase parent-teacher collab oration were invariably appreciated by teachers and contributed to success in their classrooms.
The implications of our study are clear. Princi pals and teacher leaders can improve school culture and student learning by:
1. Supporting individuals and groups to both identify and to preserve what is valuable to them;
2. Guiding a school to "chip away" at cultural features that nullify or inhibit change;
3. Helping members to understand the forces and conditions that will shape the future, ensuring cultural adaptation; and 4. Consistently checking to make sure that aspirations for change are understood and that they result in observable new behaviors in schools.
